The first initiatives to have the Dolomites recognized as a World Natural Heritage Site go back to the early 1990s. From 6 to 8 August 1993, during an awareness-raising campaign, the nature protection organizations Mountain Wilderness, Legambiente and SOS Dolomites collected 12 000 signatures for a petition recommending UNESCO's recognition of the Dolomites as a World Natural Heritage Site.
At first, the environmental organizations' initiative met with only moderate success. At the time, the Province of Bolzano argued against this initiative, stating that the opinion of the local communities living in the Dolomites should be sought prior to any official application for World Heritage Status: that was a precondition for South Tyrol. However, activities in the 1990s served as an initial spark to fuel discussion on the issue.
The candidacy
A first attempt to propose the Dolomites as candidate World Heritage Site was made in 1997: based on a proposal by the responsible ministry in Rome, the provinces of Belluno, Bolzano and Trento began to work on the project. A consultation survey was conducted in South Tyrol in all of the 22 municipalities concerned. The results showed that 20 municipalities were in favour of the candidacy, one (Kastelruth / Castelrotto) was in favour, albeit with reservations, while another (Wolkenstein / Selva di Val Gardena) rejected the idea of an application. Also, this project came to a halt relatively quickly because the opinions of the three participating provinces on boundary delimitation were too far apart.
In 2004, a second attempt was made. This time Italy's Ministry of Culture and Environment set a clear direction to follow. As required by the UNESCO for candidate World Natural Heritage Sites, only already protected areas were selected. In addition, the area under consideration was extended to the provinces of Udine and Pordenone. In September 2005, the first formal application was submitted to the World Heritage Secretariat in Paris. The proposed area included 22 protected areas.
After the list of the selected areas was published, organizations for nature and homeland conservation expressed their disagreement, particularly in South Tyrol, because some of the most representative mountain ranges, such as the Sella, Langkofel / Sassolungo, Plattkofel / Sassopiatto, Latemar and large parts of the Rosengarten / Catinaccio were not included in the ap-
The Dolomites in a sea of clouds. © Sepp Hackhofer plication. At that time, said areas were not protected and some of them are still not protected to date.
In the summer of 2007, the World Heritage Committee postponed its decision to include the Dolomites in the World Heritage List. The applicant was invited to refocus the application around the aesthetic, geological and geomorphological values of the Dolomites while selecting a smaller number of representative sub-regions.
In February 2008, the revised application was submitted to the World Heritage Secretariat. However, some essential documents were missing, namely those concerning the joint management and development arrangements, the different protection categories in the various regions, the involvement of administrations and interest groups as well as operational measures. As a result, the application was returned for review once again.
In The Dolomites are inscribed in the World Heritage List as a serial property, i.e. one that comprises different component parts in two or more non-contiguous areas. Such a site can include a series of cultural and / or natural properties situated in different geographical locations, which are related because they belong to: --the same historical-cultural group, or --the same type of property which is characteristic of the geographical zone, or --the same geological and geomorphological formation, the same biogeographic area or the same ecosystem type (UNESCO 2011, Art.137-139) . Serial properties can be designated as national (e.g. the Dolomites) or transnational (e.g. prehistoric pile dwellings around the Alps) and are made up of component parts called systems. The UNESCO Dolomites Natural World Heritage Site includes nine such systems located in the provinces of Bolzano, Trento, Belluno, Pordenone and Udine (Figure 1 ). The decision to nominate the Dolomites as a serial property was justified by the desire to have all of the most significant natural resources of this mountain range feature together, as a whole, on the World Heritage List.
The largest share of the world heritage area belongs to the provinces of Belluno (core area: 40.3%) and Bolzano (core area: 31.9%). Existing legal protection extends to 99.8% of the nominated property, and to 98% of the area included in buffer zones of the Dolomites World Heritage area. One component part of the nominated property is largely within a national park and most of the others are protected as provin- Very small unprotected areas remain within the buffer zones as a result of efforts to link the component parts of the serial property and / or streamline boundaries, and the inclusion of these areas in the nomination was deemed acceptable by the UNESCO Committee (IUCN 2009 UNESCO 1972) . The decisive factor is their outstanding universal value for historical, artistic or scientific reasons. According to the World Heritage Convention, these assets do not belong solely to the state on whose territory they are located. Rather, they ideally belong to all mankind (Schlünkes 2009).
In order for a cultural or natural property to be included on the World Heritage List, it must meet the overarching criteria of uniqueness, authenticity (historical authenticity) and integrity (intactness). These characteristics have been specified by UNESCO on the basis of ten criteria. The first six criteria are particularly relevant for cultural sites and cultural landscapes while the last four apply to natural landscapes. Criteria (vii) and (viii) were especially pertinent for the Dolomites:
--Criterion (vii): Superlative natural phenomena or natural beauty and aesthetic importance --Criterion (viii): Earth's history, geological and geomorphic features and processes The UNESCO Committee based its decision on the unique monumental beauty of the area and the unique geology of the Dolomites and considered criterion (vii) to be fully met for the following reasons:
" Individual areas undoubtedly fulfil these overriding principles (Table 1) .
The designation as a serial World Heritage property was made conditional upon certain requests of the Committee, to be met before the 35 th session of the World Heritage Committee in 2011 in order to address fully the requirements of the Operational Guidelines:
--The anticipated inter-provincial foundation Dolomiti -Dolomiten -Dolomitis -Dolomites UNESCO should be set up; --an action-oriented overall management strategy for the whole of the serial property should be developed in consultation with relevant stakeholders; --individual management plans for each of the component parts of the serial property should be completed to ensure delivery of the overall framework as well as the local management of conservation policies; --a comprehensive strategy for sustainable tourism and visitor use should be developed covering the property, its buffer zones and considering appropriate links to the wider region.
Outlook
For the past three years, the Dolomites have been proudly carrying the World Heritage label. Nevertheless, seen from the outside, progress appears somewhat slow. That is mainly due to the different institutional competencies and responsibilities of the various regions and provinces involved. The World Heritage Site is governed jointly by autonomous provinces and provinces with an ordinary statute. Two of the latter, however, namely Udine and Pordenone, belong to an autonomous region with special statute (Friuli-Venezia-Giulia), while one province with ordinary statute (Belluno) belongs to an ordinarily constituted region (the Veneto). As a result, decision-making often occurs at different speeds. In addition, Italian provinces with ordinary statute have a rather limited budget available.
In the spring of 2010, the participating provinces and regions set up a foundation to manage the world heritage, harmonize the different approaches and define the strategic focus of cross-border issues concerning the UNESCO site management (Figure 2 ).
The foundation is intended as a platform to coordinate the various activities, including those concerning the cross-border protection of the World Heritage Property, communication with the outside world, training and promotion of the site.
Regional networks were set up to help address relevant aspects for the area (geology, nature parks, mobility, marketing, sustainable development and tourism) in a cross-border approach.
This approach is undoubtedly very innovative and has received much praise from UNESCO. However, its implementation requires the presence of an overall strategy and a joint vision, common rules and, especially, commonly agreed priorities. For the time being, all that is still at an embryonic stage so that we are induced to perceive the entire process as a rather uncoordinated form of broad activism.
Meanwhile, management plans have been prepared for all systems of the World Heritage Site (WHS) and a first draft strategy for tourism is also available. Considering the importance of the tourist industry, it was deemed crucial to assess both the way in which its growth can be fostered while respecting the needs of the World Heritage Property and how the region can benefit from this asset. The survey showed major structural differences within the WHS: while some areas in this region boast a very strong tourist industry, other valleys face migration and depression (Figure 3 ). The challenge here will be to define bold strategic guidelines that will encourage each area to take on responsibilities according to its actual situation. 
